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Abstract
This exploratory case study revealed how rural educators navigate the shift required to
implement personalized learning. I collected qualitative data at HMK8, where a personalized
learning framework was implemented. This study used improvement science theory to
understand the experience of rural teachers’ implementing personalized learning by exploring the
experiences of rural educators applying personalized learning practices in the classroom and
reviewing how rural educators explain their support needs. About 40% of schools in South
Carolina are rural, so this study focused on rural teachers’ needs. The data analysis is rooted in
sensemaking theory, which I use to explain and understand rural teacher experiences with
personalized learning implementation, and how to support them as they do so. Additionally, data
analysis is rooted in improvement science theory, where I use a root cause analysis (RCA) as the
foundation for this type of system improvement.
I asked two research questions: What were the experiences of rural teachers’
implementing personalized learning? And how can an educational system support rural teachers’
implementing personalized learning? Using survey data, focus groups, and document review, I
found rural teachers understood the purpose and benefits of personalized learning, but were not
implementing the South Carolina Framework for Personalized Learning. Second, I found rural
teachers had difficulty implementing personalized learning with fidelity due to a lack of funding,
training, support, time, resources, and having competing demands. Third, I found that the role of
principal turnover and district leadership influence contributed to teachers’ experiences.
Using improvement science theory, I created a hierarchal diagram to explain the forces
that influenced teacher implementation of personalized learning. This diagram can be used as an
analytic planning tool for improvement science cycles that address program implementation. I
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also identified multiple recommendations for practice, policy, and research, including expanding
access to training and funding for implementation, and using a systems approach for
implementation. A systems approach would help to give teachers adequate time and resources
for personalized learning implementation. My research contributes to understanding of rural
teachers’ experiences implementing personalized learning, rural policy implementation, and
systems of education.
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW
Introduction to the Problem of Practice
Personalized learning is a hot topic in the United States of America, and it has been
implemented in several states. For example, states like New Hampshire, Michigan, and Ohio
have transitioned to personalized learning for some or all their learners. For example, New
Hampshire has initiated a high school redesign that replaces the Carnegie unit system with one
focused on personalized learning, strong teacher-student relationships, flexible support, and the
development of 21st-century skills (U.S. Department of Education, n.d.).
Similarly, in South Carolina (SC), the department of education has taken a particular
interest in personalized learning. It has established an Office of Personalized Learning, which is
currently working with various districts across the state to begin transitioning to this approach.
The Office of Personalized Learning provides training to educators in SC implementing
personalized learning. At this time, traditional teacher-centered school environments are not
personalized for each learner’s academic abilities and goals. Personalized learning equips
students with the skills necessary to achieve their educational goals. Thus, it has the potential to
open doors for students who may have been left unprepared for college and careers by the
current system. Rural/Title I educators in South Carolina need extra support to use personalized
learning because these schools are typically underfunded and understaffed (McCarthy &
Schauer, 2017). Therefore, rural teachers will need adequate training to implement this learning
style.
The study focuses on rural educators in a South Carolina school in a county with less than
10,000 people. The rural educators here provided keen insight into what it is like to implement
personalized learning in a remote, rural area. Wieczorek and Manard (2018) found that teacher
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recruiting efforts in rural schools were unfruitful due to a lack of resources. Showalter et al.
(2019) said this about South Carolina:
More than one in five of the state’s nearly 120,000 rural students in poverty, and the
earnings of households in rural school districts are barely twice the poverty level on
average. South Carolina’s rural districts have some of the nation’s highest rates of
enrollment for students of color. Instructional spending and teachers’ salaries are well
below the national averages, but transportation costs are relatively low” (p. 5).
With that in mind, there are limits to the training offered to rural/Title I teachers in South
Carolina for personalized learning. In my experience, much of the training is done online during
or after school, which conflicts with educators’ professional and personal responsibilities. In
addition, there are few substitute teachers to cover classes in rural areas, limiting an educator’s
ability to attend training. Finally, the lack of class coverage necessitates working outside contract
hours.
Hayes-Mingo K8 School (HMK8) is my place of employment. At this school, there is a
need for a systemic shift in providing instruction to learners. As a result, HMK8 is implementing
personalized learning school-wide. The overall goal was to ensure students were college and
career-ready upon graduating high school. According to HMK8 school’s state report card and
academic data, implementing a personalized learning instruction model could solve students'
unpreparedness for college or careers (SCDE, 2017, 2018, 2019). Personalized learning is a way
to engage with students on a personal level. It relies on ensuring a student has mastered a skill
before moving forward. This approach also creates additional opportunities for educators to
pinpoint and address deficits immediately.
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Basham et al. (2016) found that systemic reform of the entire system is best for applying
personalized learning practices. However, completing a systemic overhaul of the whole system
will require risk. A few risks include a lack of resources to support such a change in learning,
access to necessary training, and not knowing if personalized learning will work for learners. In
addition, personalized learning practices often require access to technology, and rural schools
may struggle due to a lack of broadband access. Broadband access may be too slow or work
sporadically even if there is access. Thus, personalized learning is not easily implemented across
all subjects (Basham et al., 2016). Therefore, teachers need help and support to implement this
new learning pedagogy (Dinkins, 2017; Dunn, 2021; Moiser, 2018).
Personalized learning can potentially mitigate the problems rooted in rurality. As Chuong
and Schiess (2016) stated, “Personalized learning models redesign educational experiences to
meet individual student needs by shifting how, when, and where students learn” (p. 3). Thus, if
students are met where they are without regard to their race, socioeconomics, or location, it
might be possible to improve rural schools. My dissertation aimed to explore educators’
implementation of personalized learning in a Title I school located in a remote (National Center
for Education Statistics [NCES], 2021) rural area of South Carolina.
Research Question
The lack of understanding and research surrounding rural educator experiences in
personalized learning and how to support them in this process may lead to failed implementation,
missing the goal of better preparing students for college and career readiness. Researchers lack
understanding of the significant difference’s rural educators and schools face. Despite having
research on personalized learning yielding positive results for schools, unlike HMK8, there is a
need to research the experiences of rural educators adapting their teaching pedagogy to

13
implement personalized learning. As a result, rural schools risk failing to meet set goals,
particularly not addressing the need to prepare learners for college and careers. The Office of
Personalized Learning has conducted research in South Carolina but not at my specific school.
Despite a goal to implement personalized learning, HMK8 leadership does not have empirical
research that personalized learning is the best intervention for students to obtain the skills needed
to be college and career ready.
Perry et al. (2020) described the Plan-Do-Study-Act (PDSA) model as a strategy used in
improvement science. Using this model, I tested my theory that rural educators need support to
implement personalized learning and identify what works and does not using improvement
science. With the PDSA cycle, I will explore the experiences of rural educators implementing
personalized learning and find ways to support them in the process. This research should inform
state and district leaders of actions that can be taken to address any findings. My study addressed
the problem of practice by asking the following research questions: What were the experiences
of rural teachers’ implementing personalized learning? And how can an educational system
support rural teachers’ implementing personalized learning?
By researching rural educators’ experiences teaching personalized learning, I can identify
best practices for interventions and provide rural-specific guidance. The findings from my
dissertation in practice are designed to make sense and give rural schools research-based
evidence for implementing personalized learning practices at HMK8 and other rural schools.
Summary
For this exploratory case study (Creswell & Poth, 2018), personalized learning is
understood in terms of the definition provided by the U.S. Department of Education’s Office of
Educational Technology (2016):
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Personalized learning refers to instruction in which the pace of learning and the
instructional approach are optimized for the needs of each learner. Learning objectives,
instructional approaches, and instructional content (and its sequencing) may all vary
based on learner needs. In addition, learning activities are meaningful and relevant to
learners, driven by their interests, and often self-initiated. (p. 7)
In this study, I use the National Center for Education Statistics' definition of rural. HMK8 is in a
designated remote, rural area (NCES, 2021).
HMK8’s administration and personnel from the district office identify personalized
learning in the school’s mission statement, making it an ideal site for this study. However, there
is no documentation or data regarding the teaching practices educators use at HMK8 to
personalize instruction for students. This is a problem since all the teachers are expected to
implement personalized learning, but only a few have received training or guidance on teaching
in a personalized learning setting. Furthermore, access to training is limited as it is currently only
provided by one state agency, the Office of Personalized Learning. Therefore, there is a need to
explore rural teachers’ perspectives of this pedagogy to ensure personalized learning practices
are used in classrooms.
Rationale for Research
In the pursuit of understanding rural educators’ implementation practices of personalized
learning, I conducted a synthesis of literature and research studies. In my rationale for research
or literature synthesis, I explore various studies that utilize and study personalized learning,
connections to HMK8’s plan for implementation, and the barriers and needs of rural educators.
In the following sections, I provide a synthesis of research on what is known about personalized
learning, the value of personalized learning in supporting college and career readiness, the
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United States' attributes of personalized learning, and South Carolina's attributes of personalized
learning.
What We Know About Personalized Learning
The text, How to Personalize Learning: A Practical Guide to Getting Started and Going
Deeper (Bray & McClaskey 2016), comprises a nine-chapter account of how to best begin
implementing this practice. Educators received the book during a professional development
meeting with the SCDE Office of Personalized Learning. Bray and McClaskey (2016) examined
the necessary implementation process and culture shift. They argue that educators must
understand their learners to provide them with a personalized experience. Students, for their part,
should have access (multiple ways of representation), be engaged (various ways of engagement),
and be allowed to express their feelings (multiple ways of actions and expressions). Bray and
McClaskey (2016) discussed students’ need for learner agency, where they have a voice, choice,
and ownership in their learning. Finally, a culture shift must occur to implement personalized
learning, requiring teachers and students to adapt new learning practices. An example of a
change would be teachers needing to create learner profiles of students. Teachers will need
training on how to implement personalized learning. My exploratory case study (Creswell &
Poth, 2018) revealed how rural educators navigate the shift (Bray & McClaskey, 2016) required
to implement personalized learning.
Walkington and Hayata (2017) studied personalized learning in math at a diverse school
in a metropolitan area. The participants were seventh and eighth-graders. The researchers
focused on reducing the students’ cognitive load by providing math instruction that catered to
their interests. They used an illustrative, mixed-methods design underpinned by theoretical
literature reviews. Contextual grounding and cognitive load research were the foundation of the
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study—the three math programs used in this study catered to the students’ interests in their math
instruction. The middle school students participated in a five-phase program for over five weeks.
The students were responsible for creating their math problems and connecting between inschool and out-of-school math. The authors also explored applying real-world knowledge to
school mathematics. Finally, they aimed to bridge the gap between school and out-of-school
math, having students learn to make connections easier to boost overall math achievement.
Walkington and Hayata (2017) stated, “Connecting mathematics instruction to students’ out-ofschool interests is a natural part of instruction for some teachers, but perhaps not for others” (p.
26). Professional development opportunities are one-way school leaders can support teachers
who are not keen on students’ out-of-school interests and support them in implementing
personalized learning. The study’s findings are significant because the research indicates that
students should participate in personalized learning activities that cater to their learning interests.
HMK8 developed a three-year plan for implementing personalized learning. This plan
includes educator goals: teachers’ transitioning to the role of facilitator, utilizing multimedia and
technologies for communication, selecting teachers as part of a pilot team, and network
improvement communities (HMK8 School, 2018). To achieve these goals, educators at HMK8
must have adequate professional development. In addition, the U.S. Department of Education’s
Office of Educational Technology (2016) described how technology could expand teacher
knowledge by networking with other educators.
Educators can collaborate far beyond the walls of their schools. Through
technology, educators are no longer restricted to collaborating only with other
educators in their schools. They now can connect with other educators and
experts across their communities or around the world to expand their perspectives
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and create opportunities for student learning. (p. 26)
However, teachers will need training in using the technology and implementing this new learning
style. Several studies explored technology use in rural schools. For example, Howley et al.
(2011) studied rural teachers’ use of technology. Significant findings of this study include
substantial differences in implementation styles, depending on how rural a school is, and a
combination of variables that predict student sophistication with technology use. For example,
Howley et al. (2011) found the following:
Taken together, these analyses suggest the following dynamics: the seeming similarity in
the levels of sophistication of elementary-school students’ use of technology in rural and
non-rural schools may result from different influences in these locales. In rural schools,
teacher attitudes toward technology tend to be positive, but these teachers lack adequate
technology and preparation (p. 7).
Rural teachers must have the required professional development to implement personalized
learning. Technology can ensure that training is accessible to rural educators.
Blanchard et al. (2016) explored the barriers preventing students in rural areas, especially
high-poverty school districts, from obtaining the necessary technological skills. One significant
finding of this study was that teacher professional development was essential to ensuring a
program is carried out. Thus, teacher professional development will contribute significantly to
implementing personalized learning. Teachers who implement personalized learning will also
depend on students' motivation to complete work independently and practice concepts learned
independently (Dinkins, 2017).
Teachers must also have the ability to be organized enough to have many students
working at the same time on different concepts in different ways to show that they have learned

18
the skill. Other research indicates that rural educators often lack the knowledge and skills to
gather and implement interventions with fidelity (Shakman et al., 2017). No existing research in
SC solely focuses on rural educators doing this type of work. To help rural educators implement
personalized instruction at HMK8, it is essential to conduct further research on their experiences.
Rural educators have unique experiences, mainly when implementing a new learning style.
Education leaders in South Carolina should want to explore rural educators’ experiences with
personalized learning to help and support other rural educators undergoing the same transition.
Since about 40% of all public schools in South Carolina identify as rural (McCarthy & Schauer,
2017), this type of research is necessary.
The Value of Personalized Learning Supporting College and Career Readiness
Given the effectiveness of personalized learning and its potential to change education for
the better, there is value in the personalized learning implementation at HMK8. This section
provides an overview of the data supporting personalized learning. This information will provide
evidence of personalized learning importance at HMK8.
The Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) was signed into the legislature in 2016. In 2018,
KnowledgeWorks.org published the article “Personalized Learning and the Every Student
Succeeds Act,” exploring how personalized learning is embedded in the ESSA. The ESSA
provides opportunities for states to advance personalized learning and provide an education that
supports all learners’ needs to graduate from college career ready. In reviewing state trends
concerning personalized learning and the ESSA, South Carolina is mentioned as participating in
competency practices integrated into a vision for personalization (Foundation, 2018). An
example of this would be the Profile of the South Carolina Graduate (South Carolina Department
of Education [SCDE], 2015), which is an outline of an ideal graduate. In South Carolina,
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personalization is a central tenet of the state’s vision, and the ESSA permits local leaders to
develop educational policy that meets the needs of their students (Faulkner, 2020). As a result,
rural schools in South Carolina can align resources specifically to their learners’ needs and
address college and career readiness goals. The state will also be able to meet federal mandates
by offering a personalized learning experience for each student (Foundation, 2018).
The United States and Personalized Learning
Various South Carolina initiatives aim to address college and career readiness. For
example, the SCDE has an established Office of Personalized Learning. Its mission is to
transition teachers’ daily practices to a personalized learning framework. Personalized learning
has the potential to revolutionize the education system (Duncan, 2013). Nonetheless,
personalized learning will be haphazardly implemented without guidance or research-based
understanding, partially implemented, eventually demonized, and then viewed as an unrealistic
fad in education (Basham et al., 2016). Therefore, schools implementing this learning style need
support, and research needs to be conducted to generate understanding.
The National Center for Education Statistics partnered with the U.S. Department of
Education (USDE), various states, and school districts to develop a national guide titled Forum
Guide to Personalized Learning Data. This four-chapter guide is the official guide for states or
local districts to implement personalized learning. The guide is relevant to my study because
HMK8developed a three-year implementation plan for personalized learning, using this guide as
one of its foundational works. The USDE recognizes personalized learning to create flexible
learning environments that help students demonstrate mastery of academic content. In addition,
personalized learning strategies enable students to develop skills on their own that can be easily
transferred to the workplace or college. Their website states the following:
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Depending on the strategy pursued, competency-based systems also create multiple
pathways to graduation, make better use of technology, support new staffing patterns that
utilize teacher skills and interests differently, take advantage of learning opportunities
outside of school hours and walls, and help identify opportunities to target interventions
to meet the specific learning needs of students (National Forum on Education Statistics,
2019, p. 4).
South Carolina and Personalized Learning
The SCDE department of personalized learning works with Transform SC, an education
initiative of the South Carolina Council on Competitiveness. It collaborates with business
leaders, educators, students, parents, and policymakers to transform the public education system
to prepare graduates for careers, college, and citizenship. Transform SC’s school network is
voluntarily piloting innovative practices for delivering and measuring learning by implementing
all or some combination of best practices. The latter are real-world learning or project-based
learning; anytime, anywhere instruction; blended learning; real-time information or complete
integration of technology in the classroom; and students advance when ready (SCCC, 2015). In
addition, the Profile of a South Carolina Graduate (SCDE, 2015) was adopted in 2015 by this
policy-making body. This profile serves as an educator’s guide to the skills necessary for
students to be college and career-ready. One way South Carolina assists educators in teaching
these skills is by establishing a new office in the SC Department of Education.
The SCDE Office of Personalized Learning is the state’s expert resource in personalized
learning. I personally attended professional development courses with this team. In addition, this
office supports the teaching of South Carolina’s College and Career Ready Standards. Their
website states the following:
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With the profile of the South Carolina graduate as an anchor of the framework for
personalized learning in SC, personalizing student learning takes into account the World
Class Knowledge, World Class Skills, and Life and Career Characteristics needed to
make that profile actionable in SC classrooms. The SC Academic Standards serve as the
way to build the World-Class Knowledge detailed in the profile of the SC graduate.
Teachers use the SC Academic Standards as a guide to plan personalized learning
experiences with students (Office of Personalized Learning [OPL], 2020).
The South Carolina Framework for Personalized Learning (OPL, 2020) is illustrated below
(Figure 1.1). It highlights three areas of focus: learner profiles, learning pathways, and flexible
learning environments.
Figure 1.1
South Carolina Framework for Personalized Learning (OPL, 2020).

22
Learner profiles: Each student has an up-to-date individual profile of their academic
needs, strengths, and goals that teachers utilize to inform their instructional planning (Park et al.,
2015). Using learner profiles provides further opportunities for student ownership of their
learning (Cannata et al., 2019). Moreover, teachers must get to know their learners to make these
profiles. An example would be the “about me” pennant banners my class and many other classes
at HMK8 made at the beginning of the school year. Using the banners helps teachers get to know
their students and have the evidence needed to build a learner profile.
Learning pathways: All students are held to high expectations. Each individual has a
customized learning pathway based on academic goals and progress. Using learning pathways
provides learners with a visual of their path to success (Bray & McClaskey, 2016). This will
improve rural students' understanding of their student preparedness goals. They will be able to
see their learning path in education. For teachers, the pathways ensure no student gets left behind
in their learning, and problems can be reviewed faster and fixed sooner (Trailblazer Elementary
School, 2020).
Flexible learning environments: Allow schools to change how lessons are delivered and
how students engage with learning (McCarthy & Schauer, 2017). Learning experiences,
including when and where students learn, are based on the students’ needs (Cannata et al., 2019;
McCarthy & Schauer, 2017). Students learn academic content through various instructional
modalities (Trailblazer Elementary School, 2020). For example, students don't need to sit at a
traditional desk while learning. Instead, they can sit in other forms of seating or even stand. Bean
bag chairs, exercise balls, and stationary bikes are examples of possible flexible seating in a
classroom (McCarthy & Schauer, 2017). The environment students learn in should always be
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conducive to their success. Thus, flexible learning environments make it possible to ensure that
the classroom is comfortable for all learners.
The literature review provides an opportunity for a greater understanding of personalized
learning and why studying the implementation with rural educators is necessary. There is simply
not enough research to know enough yet. Improvement science will support this study as its
foundational theory.
Theoretical Framework
I used an improvement science theoretical framework for this study. This framework
involves gathering evidence via observations and paying attention to educators’ tasks and the
organizational environment (Bryk, 2015). I used rural teacher feedback at HMK8 to understand
their experiences when implementing personalized learning. Researchers argue that districts and
states might lack the expertise or organizational capacity to support large-scale change ideas
(Bryk et al., 2015). The improvement science framework offers a fresh perspective on the
experiences of rural educators by allowing schools to engage in small rapid improvement cycles.
Improvement Science Approach
As I examined the improvement science approach, I found there are three questions
typically asked. Bryk et al. (2015) posed three questions in regard to conducting improvement
science research. First, what specifically are we trying to accomplish? I specifically researched
rural educators implementing personalized learning to make sense and improve the process.
Second, what change might we introduce, and why? Providing support for teachers
implementing personalized learning is the change idea. There are also considerations to be made
regarding what/how rural educators are enacting this change. Finally, how will we know that a
change is actually an improvement? I see a change is an improvement because of the collected
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qualitative data on rural teachers’ experiences and determining how to make sense of and
improve them. I want to ensure that personalized learning implementation uses the best practices
described for this improvement science study.
Basham et al. (2016) sought to find design characteristics of personalized learning
environments to identify best practices. The 18-month-long study yielded significant findings
regarding students’ responsibility for their learning. Researchers identified protocols and
strategies used to support teacher and student decision-making in established personalized
pathways of the learning process—teachers designed and maintained learning environments,
allowing students’ academic independence and self-regulation. Students planned, set goals, and
produced evidence of their skill mastery. In my study, I build on these findings and provide more
explicit guidelines for rural teachers to implement personalized learning.
To investigate the experience of rural educators applying personalized learning practices
in the classroom and how they are adapting their teaching pedagogy to accommodate
personalized learning practices, I used improvement science (Bryk et al., 2015) as a foundational
theory. Improvement science aims to find solutions to the problem and fix them
methodologically. According to Basham et al. (2016), “Investing in systematic reform that
considers whole system changes based on learners as individuals is critical to advancing both
understanding and practices within personalized learning” (p. 135). This quote speaks to
improvement science utilization in personalized learning implementation for rural educators
implementing personalized learning at HMK8 as an effective practice. Practitioners must take a
systems approach, fully understand how it works, and seek to improve it. Therefore, my
hypothesis for this exploratory case study (Creswell & Poth, 2018) is training would be essential.
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For my initial research, I began with a causal system analysis. The Carnegie Foundation
described this as an analysis that directs attention to the question, “Why do we get the outcomes
that we currently do?” Improvement work is typically focused on processes and products that
either consume resources, are variable, or, if changed, would improve resource efficiency and
effectiveness (Perry et al., 2020). To focus on the improvement science process, I created a
fishbone diagram to illustrate the problems identified at HMK8. The diagram displays five
significant bones, displaying various contributing processes to the problem. (Bryk et al., 2015).
Working through my theory of practice improvement, I developed a driver diagram to
organize the changes implemented at HMK8. Therefore, when considering the primary drivers or
key leverage points, as Perry et al. (2020) described them, I focused on the instructional systems
and quality of teaching. The driver diagram also includes secondary drivers. Perry et al. (2020)
describe secondary drivers as actionable items of the diagram. The actionable item for
instructional systems consists of a shift in instruction from teacher-centered to student-centered
facilitation, teachers’ planning lessons to ensure mastery of a skill before moving to another, and
increasing hands-on, real-life application of skills.
Finally, I used a PDSA cycle. PDSA cycles provide a structure to test change and help to
guide further actionable steps. First, the plan clarified the problem and the target goals for
continuous improvement. The “do” focuses on the actions that will take place to collect data on
the issue and the beginning steps to solve the problem. Next, the study will examine collected
data and use it to make evidence-based conclusions for moving forward. The “act” is the last
step, which facilitates understanding of all learning and the necessary adjustments to achieve the
target goal. PDSA cycles can be completed multiple times as each cycle builds on what was
previously learned (Shakman et al., 2017).
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The PDSA cycle helped me conduct this dissertation research in alignment with
improving an education system. Bryk et al. (2015) stated, “Rather than believing that the route to
improved outcomes is to continually add new programs, this perspective directs us to focus first
on increasing our understanding of the work systems that are creating unsatisfactory results” (p.
11). Therefore, I used a PDSA cycle to explore the educator experience while implementing
personalized learning and how to support them moving forward.
Sensemaking Approach
I also utilized a sensemaking theoretical framework. For example, to understand the
relationship between rural teachers and the implementation of personalized learning in their
classrooms, I used the cognitive theory of sensemaking (Spillane et al., 2002; Sutherland, 2020;
Weick, 1995; Weick et al., 2005). Sensemaking theorists suggest that school and classroom
cultures, structures, and routines result, in part, from the “micro-momentary actions” of teachers
and other actors in the school (Coburn, 2001; Faulkner, 2020). Coburn (2001) states, “Action is
based on how people notice or select information from the environment, make meaning of that
information, and then act on those interpretations, developing culture, social structures, and
routines over time,” (p. 147). For this exploratory case study (Creswell & Poth, 2018), I sought
guidance from the sensemaking theory to make sense of rural teachers’ experiences and needs to
accommodate personalized learning practices.
Wiezorek and Manard (2018) utilized a phenomenological, qualitative study design to
explore the practices and challenges of six rural principals. Their analysis was focused on rural
school leadership and how novice principals handled their various duties. Their theoretical
framework was sensemaking. Sensemaking considers that individuals construct meaning from
their professional experiences, personal backgrounds, and beliefs within the situational contexts
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of their work with others (Weick, 1995; Wiezorek & Manard, 2018). Wiezorek and Manard
(2018) discovered that principals felt pressured to meet their community’s expectations. As a
result, they found it challenging to balance their home and work life. Moreover, principals
experienced time constraints, role uncertainty and had difficulty working within their districts’
guidelines to combine capital and human resources. My study explains rural teachers’
perspectives on implementing personalized learning by making sense of their experiences,
similar to Wiezorek and Manard (2018).
The sensemaking theory indicates that analyzing rural teachers’ responses in this study is
appropriate. Each educator implementing personalized learning will have specific experiences
and personal histories. With the support of sensemaking theory, I considered the location of
HMK8 and the professional and personal backgrounds of the participants, including my own. I
also reviewed other concepts that encompass personalized learning practices.
According to Weick (1995), “Sensemaking is a fluid, recursive process shaped by social
dimensions including beliefs, experiences, and the sensible environment” (p. 17). Although
sensemaking occurs through the individual, understandings are collectively constructed through
organizations (Weick, 1995), such as HMK8. As the researcher, I explain how the
implementation process unfolds in a rural school, highlight the essential role of rural educators in
having professional development opportunities and communities, and share the nature and
content of teachers’ sensemaking through their experiences.
Conclusion
I used an improvement science research design to explore the experiences rural educators
have implementing personalized learning. Studies have been conducted on implementing this
learning style, but no studies have been conducted at a school like mine. This dissertation gives
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voice to rural South Carolina teachers and brings much-needed insight into the experiences of
rural educators in this area. Rural schools have unique needs and qualities that deserve to be
understood (Tieken, 2014). Remediating educational inequities requires applying new
knowledge to daily teaching practices. With the SCDE showing particular interest in
personalized learning, it is essential to have appropriate and current research to determine
whether it is best for rural South Carolina learners. Study findings may help other rural/Title I
schools in SC and might impact how this learning style is presented to stakeholders in the future.
The results of this exploratory (Creswell & Poth, 2018) case study inform South Carolina on the
experience of teachers implementing personalized learning and shined a light on what they say
they need. In addition, the findings offer SCDE relevant research for their initiative to
personalize learning in the state.

29
CHAPTER TWO
METHODS
Research Site
I collected qualitative data for this exploratory case study (Creswell & Poth, 2018) during
the 2021-2022 school year. Data collection occurred at HMK8, where a personalized learning
framework was implemented. Collecting data from HMK8 is vital because a pilot team of
teachers’ who previously attended training or currently participated in ongoing professional
development with the Office of Personalized Learning at SCDE. I am a member of this team. In
addition, as a remote, rural, Title I school in South Carolina, HMK8 provides an opportunity to
explore the implementation of personalized learning related to this type of school.
The qualitative data collection methods include rural teacher surveys and a rural teacher
focus group. Before data collection began, I received written permission to research at this site
by obtaining approval from the district’s superintendent. This study was approved by Clemson
University’s Internal Review Board (IRB) (See Appendix C for IRB Exempt Determination).
This school serves pre-kindergarten through 8th Grade learners. HMK8 is still in the first
year of implementation due to the COVID-19 pandemic. The transition was to begin during the
2019-2020 school year. During the height of pandemic learning, HMK8 focused on virtual
instruction only. Therefore, this school year, rural educators have their first real opportunity for
actual implementation. For the 2018–2019 school year, HMK8 reported that 68.6% of students
were considered students in poverty. This was down from 70.5% of students reported in the
2017–2018 school year (SCDE, 2017, 2018, 2019). All students in HMK8’s district receive free
breakfast and lunch. Table 2.1 below offers a glimpse of the student population at HMK8. The
table includes data from the past three years.
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Table 2.1
HMK8 Demographics
Year

2017

2018

2019

Students Enrolled in HMK8

661

658

668

Female Students

341

317

349

Male Students

320

341

319

White Students

62.6%

64.1%

63.6%

Black Students

29.8%

30.2%

28.7%

Latino/Speaks English as a Second Language

4.4%

6.2%

5.3%

Students Receiving Free Breakfast and Lunch

100%

100%

100%

Students Enrolled in Special Education Services

10.9%

11%

10.5%

Note. All students receive free breakfast and lunch. (SCDE, 2017, 2018, 2019
Improvement Science Design
Study Theory of Practice
When reviewing HMK8’s report card data, I found consistently low academic
performance, which is why HMK8 is implementing personalized learning (SCDE, 2017, 2018,
2019). In SC, students in grades three and up take yearly standardized exams in reading and
math. Students also take science and social studies exams every other year, beginning in 3rd
grade. The exams are called SC READY or SC PASS (SCDE, 2017, 2018, 2019). When students
took the SC READY or PASS test, they were not meeting the expectations set by the SCDE.
Improvement Science requires scholar-practitioners to focus on specific problems and even more
specific solutions. Perry et al. (2020) stated, “improvement work is typically focused on
processes and products that either consume resources, are variable, or, if changed, would
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improve resource efficiency and effectiveness” (p. 115). Therefore, an alternate form of
preparation must be implemented to ensure students are prepared academically before taking the
SC READY or PASS test to improve efficiency and move students from not meeting
expectations to meeting or exceeding them. One way of doing this is by meeting the needs of the
rural teachers tasked with implementing personalized learning.
To develop an improvement science-based theory of practice, I reflected on my research
questions: What were the experiences of rural teachers implementing personalized learning? And
how can an educational system support rural teachers implementing personalized learning?
Shakman et al. (2017) stated that two valuable tools exist to ensure the problem is defined. The
first is the fishbone diagram. So, I began there and described the identified problem at HMK8.
The diagram displays five significant bones, displaying various contributing factors (Bryk et al.,
2015).
The first cause on the diagram is, thus, that traditional learning practices do not prepare
students for college and careers (Adams, 2012; SCDE, 2017, 2018, 2019). Therefore, HMK8 has
identified a need to shift from traditional to personalized learning practices, encouraging students
to obtain the necessary skills. Traditional learning practices are not designed for students.
Personalized learning practices engage students in learning about their needs, so they play a
more active role in the design of their learning (Halverson et al., 2015).
The second cause is a lack of understanding in preparing students, and the third is
students’ need to learn the skills required for success (Dinkins, 2017; Dunn, 2021; Moiser,
2018). The second and third causes are correlated because teachers must understand what is
expected of them when preparing students, and students need to learn the skills required. To
address this, teacher trainings would be essential. Dinkins (2017) states, “Therefore, teachers
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must have adequate and continuous training on how to teach the necessary skills for student
success exactly” (p. 9). For this reason, participating in ongoing professional development will
benefit students since their teachers will learn to teach the skills needed to improve their
academic performance.
The fourth cause on the diagram is that students do not have ownership of their learning
(Conley & French, 2013; SCDE, 2017, 2018, 2019). Teacher expectations for students are high,
as they should be. Conley and French (2013) state that student “ownership of learning is one of
several key indicators of college readiness that is not sufficiently taught or measured” (p. 1019).
I must, therefore, ask the question: Are we preparing students to have the skills necessary for
success? The answer is often “no” because students do not own their work. They need to feel
included and own their learning in the classroom.
The final cause is that the traditional classroom environment does not encourage personal
student growth (Cook-Sather, 2006). Teacher-centered classrooms are not encouraging students
to develop the skills necessary for success. Lecture-type lessons in which the students are not
engaged in the learning do not benefit the learners. Voice and choice, or “having a legitimate
perspective and opinion, being present and taking part, and/or having an active role” in learning
(Cook-Sather, 2006, p. 363), is one way to encourage personal student growth. A personalized
learning classroom is about students’ personal growth, tracking their development, and visuals to
help them understand where they are and their expected goals to ensure preparedness for college
and careers.
Improvement Science Intervention
I developed a driver diagram (Bryk et al., 2015) to organize my theory of practice and
goal for improvement. The driver diagram’s measurable aim is to understand rural educator
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challenges when implementing personalized learning. My research question addressed this
measurable outcome because I found how to understand the challenges rural teachers
experienced when implementing personalized learning and how the educational system can
support rural teachers’ implementation of personalized learning. Therefore, when considering the
primary drivers, or key leverage points, as Perry et al. (2020) described them, I focused on
instructional systems and the quality of teaching. The driver diagram is below.
Figure 1.1
Driver Diagram

In the driver diagram (Figure 2.1), the change to the instructional system is personalized
learning. I shifted traditional practices to personalized learning: encouraging student ownership,
developing pathways to skill mastery, and creating a flexible learning environment (Shakman et
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al., 2017). Personalized learning will provide the students with their own path to gaining
knowledge; it is student-centered and encourages them to develop preparedness skills (Miracle,
2021). In addition, quality teaching ensures that students receive high-quality instruction from a
trained teacher. The pilot team of teachers has or is participating in professional development
training with the Office of Personalized Learning at the SCDE.
Perry et al. (2020) describe secondary drivers as actionable items. The actions for
instructional systems include shifting instruction from teacher-centered to student-centered
learning, planning lessons to ensure mastery of a skill before moving to another, and increasing
hands-on, real-life application of skills. Interventions or change ideas for this driver include goal
setting to encourage students to take ownership of their learning (Bryk et al., 2015; Cannata et
al., 2019). Moreover, teachers should provide exciting lessons for their students. The best way to
ensure this is by ensuring teachers get to know their students.
The secondary drivers for quality teaching include continuing teacher education in
personalized learning, receiving ongoing support from the SCDE, taking advantage of network
opportunities, and expanding opportunities for responsive, equitable instruction. Finally, change
ideas (Bryk et al., 2015) include ensuring teachers have opportunities to share ideas and
strategies that work (or do not) and observing other classrooms where personalized learning is
established. This study yields feedback that will help continue the conversation on my theory of
practice improvement.
Improvement science involves taking evidence from observations and paying attention to
educators’ tasks and the organizational environment (Bryk et al., 2015). A PDSA cycle helped
me review educator experiences and gauge ideas for how to support them efficiently. Bryk
(2015) states, “Rather than believing that the route to improved outcomes is to continually add
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new programs, this perspective directs us to focus first on increasing our understanding of the
work systems that are creating unsatisfactory results” (p. 470). I initially planned to use a PDSA
cycle focused on collecting data on rural/Title I educators’ perspectives on implementing
personalized learning. I shifted to a root cause analysis (Spaulding & Hinnant-Crawford, 2019)
after reviewing the data. I then used the PDSA cycle to focus on the education system.
PDSA Model
A foundational component of improvement science is the PDSA cycle. Perry et al. (2020)
explains how school leaders often strive to improve their systems, so improvement science could
be considered standard practice in education. PDSA cycles are used in education to record
various practices educators may use. They have four phases, and each stage is actionable. In this
study, I used a PDSA cycle to answer the following research questions, what were the
experiences of rural teachers’ implementing personalized learning? And how can an educational
system support rural teachers’ implementing personalized learning? I will explain each step of
the PDSA cycle used in this exploratory case study (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
Plan
The plan stage was developed at the state level at the SCDE Office of Personalized
Learning. This office initiated the transition in learning across the state (OPL, 2020). HMK8
rural teachers’ have previously or are currently following the office’s training schedule to
provide professional development opportunities to educators in South Carolina. With the state’s
plan in motion, I planned the research questions and determined the data collection process. I
decided to ask rural teachers open-ended survey questions to understand their experiences in
personalized learning and how to support them. I also planned to determine an intervention based
on data collection results.
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Do
In the do stage, I reviewed the data collection methods plan of the survey and focus
group. I informed possible participating teachers’ that I would analyze their experiences in
personalized learning for this exploratory case study (Creswell & Poth, 2018). I explained that
their participation was entirely optional via an IRB-approved email. Surveys were disseminated
via email, and a focus group discussion was held.
Study
During the study stage, first, I evaluated the survey results provided by the participating
teachers. They have or previously have received training from SCDE and are working towards
implementing personalized learning. Next, I reviewed the focus group data collected during the
“do” stage,” ensuring confidentiality and using pseudonyms before analyzing. Finally, I
conducted the data analysis. Through analysis, I adapted my plan. Contrary to expectations from
the driver diagram (Figure 2.1), the problem could not be addressed through teacher supports. I
then, conducted additional analysis: the RCA (Spaulding & Hinnant-Crawford, 2019), a current
reality tree (CRT) (Spaulding & Hinnant, 2019), and mind mapping (Ancona, 2011). The
additional analysis helped me to understand the multiple factors influencing teacher
implementation.
Act
I sought improvements for intervention actions in the action stage. First, I continued to
analyze the data to make sense of the rural teacher experience with implementing personalized
learning and identify possible interventions for the next steps. To do so, I developed the RCA
and CRT to make sense of the layers with the education system and how those layers played a
role in the implementation of personalized learning. Mentor feedback and understanding the root
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causes of implementation at HMK8 and its current reality, lead me to creating a hierarchal
diagram. The diagram can be used as analytic planning tool for implementation. Second, I
determined recommendations for further research and potential interventions for the district and
state. Finally, I determined how the results could inform policy.
Methods of Data Collection
This study is a qualitative exploratory case study (Creswell & Poth, 2018) that used
improvement science theory (Bryk et al., 2015) to understand the experience of rural teachers’
implementing personalized learning by exploring the experiences of rural educators who are
applying personalized learning practices in the classroom and reviewing how rural educators
explain their support needs. I collected data during the spring semester of the 2021–2022 school
year at HMK8. My data collection methods include a rural teacher personalized learning survey
and a rural teacher focus group (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
Participant Recruitment and Selection
I focused on disseminating surveys to rural teachers on the pilot team, implementing
personalized learning at HMK8 for the survey, and focus group data collection. There were no
criteria for participation other than being on the team. Participant recruitment took place via
school email. The email asked the team member to participate and informed them they could
refuse to participate. I believed allowing participants to volunteer might limit the number of
participants; however, all team members agreed to participate. Six rural educators took the
survey, and three participated in the focus group. Survey participants taught grades kindergarten
to eighth grade, representing early childhood, elementary and middle levels. Focus group
participants represented each level also. Neither the participants’ names nor any other personal
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information was recorded. Any potentially identifying information was removed or changed (see
Appendix C).
Table 2.2
Study Participant Characteristics
Study Participants

Grade/Subject

Years Teaching

Teacher A

2nd/All

5-10

Teacher B

Kindergarten/All

10-15

Teacher C

1st / All

15-20

Teacher D

4th/ELA

15-20

Teacher E

7th and 8th/Science

15-20

Teacher F

5th and 6th/Social Studies

15-20

Note. “All” indicates teaching ELA, Math, Science and Social Studies.
Surveys
This exploratory case study’s (Creswell & Poth, 2018) primary data collection method is
the rural teacher personalized learning survey. I utilized a survey to collect qualitative data from
teachers. Six rural teachers’ at HMK8 took the survey. I ensured confidentiality by not requiring
any identifying indicators on the survey. Surveys asked open-ended questions developed by
reviewing the South Carolina Framework for Personalized Learning (SCFPL). The teacher
survey aimed to understand their experience as rural educators applying personalized learning
practices in the classroom and gauge how they have adapted their teaching pedagogy to
accommodate personalized learning practices. Teachers took the survey online in May 2022.
The data collection window for the survey to be completed was approximately two
weeks. Teachers took their survey questionnaires during school hours. I analyzed their responses
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personalized learning knowledge and gauged if there was buy-in from the survey participants. I
collected the responses, then cleaned and de-identified any necessary data.
Focus Group
I conducted a follow-up focus group once the survey results were received. Focus group
questions focused on better understanding their perspectives on the personalized learning
implementation process after almost an entire school year of working through various steps, as
the SCDE’s Office of Personalized Learning recommended. I asked open-ended questions to
help guide the discussion. In addition, participants were asked to give first-hand accounts of what
implementation looks and feels like at a rural, Title I school in South Carolina. Their invaluable
insights facilitated reflection on the successes and challenges throughout this study (and school
year). This focus group meeting occurred during a scheduled May 2022 meeting. The session
was recorded and transcribed, taking meticulous care to de-identify personal information and
ensure confidentiality. The audio recordings and transcriptions were stored on a passwordprotected device with two-factor authentication.
Documents
Another data collection method used was document collection. To further explore the
implementation of personalized learning at HMK8, I collected various documents, including
handouts or material given to me by the SCDE’s office of personalized learning, meeting
minutes from HMK8’s pilot team teacher’s meetings, and HMK8’s three-year plan for
personalized learning implementation. I protected collected documents in a password-protected
file on my computer. Additionally, during the study stage, I conducted a digital document search
on JCPS and HMK8’s websites. The purpose of the search was to find information of support for
personalized learning from the education system. I searched for personalized learning plans and
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any publications surrounding the initiative. During collection, I set aside a regular time and place
to write informal field notes as soon as possible after reviewing the collected documents (Lincoln
& Guba, 1985). My notes contain the date, time, location, and other relevant details. In addition,
I checked and expanded upon my daily thoughts in a protected Google file. Finally, I
individually reviewed each document and studied the results (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
Methods of Data Analysis
According to Creswell and Poth (2018), “Credible and trustworthy analysis requires and
is driven by displays that are focused enough to permit viewing of a full dataset in the same
location and are arranged systematically to answer the research questions at hand” (p. 185). The
data analysis section covers the methods of coding and analysis, rationales, schemes, and
reliability measures.
I conducted a qualitative data analysis of all the data collected using various codes.
According to Miles et al. (2018), “Codes are primarily, but not exclusively, used to retrieve and
categorize similar data chunks so the researcher can quickly find, pull out, and cluster the
segments relating to a particular research question, hypothesis, construct, or theme” (p. 72). I
began with cycle coding, initially assigned to data chunks. The data will be managed in a
protected Word document.
I performed deductive coding using a set of predetermined codes (Miles et al., 2018),
initially utilizing provisional coding to decipher the data. “Provisional codes can be revised…or
expanded to include new codes” (Miles et al., 2018, p. 77). My provisional codes stemmed from
the themes of the research questions. Using these codes helped improve the coding process as
data was collected and reviewed. For example, initial data codes identified trends in rural
teachers’ successes, challenges, and experiences. Next, I looked back at the data and paired it
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with themes to determine whether the evidence supports each theme or needs more evidence
(Creswell & Poth, 2018). Next, I used a codebook to organize my findings. Once I had the initial
categories for codes, further examination of the data led to refined codes. Finally, I tested the
validity of the codes against the evidence across all data collected.
Root Cause Analysis
My improvement science study (Bryk et al., 2015) also uses root cause analysis (RCA),
the foundation for any type of systems improvement (Bryk et al., 2015; Spaulding & HinnantCrawford, 2019). This improvement science strategy targets the root causes of an education
system's problems. The key to fully seeing the system requires engaging diverse perspectives
(Bryk et al., 2015). Spaulding & Hinnant-Crawford (2019) state, "In addition, RCA reminds us
that in these situations it is not only important to know what occurred and how it occurred, but it
is also critical to know why it occurred in the first place” (p. 14). RCA supports the identification
of multiple causes and allows practitioners to organize these reasons into categories (Spaulding
& Hinnant-Crawford, 2019). Using an RCA lens, my findings address two questions Spaulding
and Hinnant-Crawford (2019) encourage practitioners to ask: what were the experiences of
HMK8 educators implementing personalized learning, and what do we blame for these
experiences? Once these questions are answered, the focus shifts to addressing problems within
the teacher's experience, preventing complete implementation.
In comparison to my two research questions: What were the experiences of rural
teachers’ implementing personalized learning? And how can an educational system support rural
teachers’ implementing personalized learning? The RCA provides clarity on the root causes and
strengthens the study. For my RCA, I constructed a current reality tree (CRT) (Spaulding &
Hinnant-Crawford, 2019). Spaulding and Hinnant-Crawford (2019) stated, “Another benefit of
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the CRT is that it allows for various “strengths” of relationships to exist where there isn’t enough
significance between causes to support the use of an arrow” (p. 25). This guides practitioners in
understanding the connections between causing factors and core issues (Spaulding & HinnantCrawford, 2019). CRT does not isolate causes as individual indicators but zones into the
interrelationships of causes (Spaulding & Hinnant-Crawford, 2019). I created a CRT diagram for
analysis in chapters 3 and 4.
Validity and Trustworthiness
Creswell and Poth (2018) state, “Interpretation in qualitative research involves
abstracting beyond the codes and themes to the larger meaning of the data” (p. 52). For this
study, I used several methods to check validity to ensure accurate, unbiased research. First, I
sought verbal feedback from the participants to gain their perspectives. According to Creswell
and Poth (2018), this approach to member checking is vital when seeking credibility in a
qualitative study. Second, I used a data accounting log as an organizational tool. It is
recommended for good record keeping of qualitative data and is a unique way to review
collected data (Miles et al., 2018). This detailed log shows that enough data has been compiled to
answer the research questions. From using the organizational tool and mentor feedback I
identified a need to collect additional data (e.g., documents.)
To ensure the trustworthiness of the results, I used multiple strategies with my
exploratory case study (Creswell & Poth, 2018) to establish credibility and transferability. One
of my main strategies was the use of data triangulation. Daily decisions are made based on
various data collection points to make informed choices in everyday life (Miles et al., 2018). By
looking at more than one piece of evidence, one attempts to see the bigger picture with all the
pieces together (Miles et al., 2018). Based on survey data, the focus group discussion and
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document analysis, I identified emergent themes. I used triangulation because it is a process
researchers use to ensure validity and facilitate triple checking. Finally, I reviewed emergent
themes, rival hypotheses, and disconfirming evidence with a small team of thought partners,
“DiPpy Friends”, to further refine the trustworthiness and validity of my findings (Creswell &
Poth, 2018; Miles et al., 2018).
Positionality
My goal was to ensure that my background would not hinder my ability to conduct
reliable, efficient research. I am an insider collaborating with other insiders. Since I am a part of
the team responsible for the initial implementation of personalized learning, I ensured to check
and address any personal biases when reviewing survey results and conducting the focus group. I
know and work with the teachers who are a part of my research sample. Perry et al. (2020) stated
that “scholars must remain impartial and unbiased” (p. 117). Also, scholars must understand that
their racial and cultural backgrounds influence their research. My racial and cultural background
helped me understand various beliefs. I respect and honor everyone, working to create a secure
environment where the participants know that their honest feedback is appreciated.
Conclusion
The Office of Personalized Learning at the SCDE believes a way to solve student
preparedness problems is to implement personalized learning at all levels. There is a need for
practical teacher training in this area and focusing on rural school implementation. Rural schools
have unique needs that must be carefully considered. This study provides rural-specific guidance
for the rural teachers’ who teach the 40% of students who attend rural schools across the state
(Showalter et al., 2019). It is not a one-size-fits-all solution, but it does begin the conversation.
The data collected were analyzed to answer the questions, what were the experiences of rural
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teachers’ implementing personalized learning? And how can an educational system support rural
teachers’ implementing personalized learning? The following section provides insight into the
findings from this exploratory case study (Creswell & Poth, 2018).

45
CHAPTER THREE
FINDINGS
Introduction of Findings
My dissertation in practice explored educators' implementation of personalized learning
in a title-one school in a remote rural area of South Carolina (NCES, 2021). In this study, it was
essential to identify rural teachers’ needs and ways to support these educators in implementing
personalized learning. The findings from data collected through the rural teacher personalized
learning survey and the rural teacher focus group. The data analysis is rooted in sensemaking
theory (Spillane et al., 2002; Sutherland, 2020; Weick, 1995; Weick et al., 2005), which I used to
explain and understand rural teachers’ experiences implementing personalized learning, and how
to support them as they do so. Using the sensemaking theory enabled me to create mind maps
(Ancona, 2011) that are plausible representations of the experiences of rural educators and
provide recommendations for action in the system to improve their use of personalized learning.
Implementing any new policy or program requires a system-wide approach (Boleman & Deal,
2017; Bryk et al., 2015).
In this case study, personalized learning was rolled out by the Joyner County Public
Schools (JCPS) to address college and career readiness. Personalized learning also became a
component of HMK8's three-year plan, created through a planning process begun in 2019.
However, data analysis shows that HMK8 and JCPS have taken a few steps to start this systemic
shift. Factors that affected how the school system implemented personalized learning include a
team of teachers selected to implement personalized learning first, the role of principal turnover,
and goals stated in the three-year plan. In the following section, I will describe how the teacher's
role, the three-year plan, and principal turnover affected the implementation of personalized
learning.
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Finding One: Personalized Learning Implementation at HMK8
I identified significant findings that answer the first research question: what were the
experiences of rural teachers’ implementing personalized learning? First, I found that teachers’
experiences were influenced by HMK8’s three-year plan and principal turnover. In addition, the
school and district bared significant responsibility within the implementation process,
influencing teacher experiences.
One strategy JCPS implemented to support personalized learning was to ensure all
teachers and students had access to devices. Everyone received a laptop to use in school. This
process took several years and led to the creation of the three-year plan. The JCPS website
mentions, "We are a 1:1 district with each of our students in grades K-12 being equipped with a
digital device." All students having devices was the first step toward implementing personalized
learning.
HMK8’s Three Year Plan to Implement Personalized Learning
Another effective strategy for implementation included in the three-year plan was for the
school and district to identify a team of teachers and administrators from each school campus to
participate in personalized learning professional development offered by the SCDE and OPL
starting during the 2019-2020 school year. In alignment with the three-year plan, the intent was
for the pilot team of teachers’ to serve as representatives of the school district and for their
classrooms to become model personalized learning rooms by 2021-2022. The collected
document indicates that HMK8 had three goals to achieve by the end of the 2021-2022 school
year. The same school year this study took place. Established goals are listed in Table 3.1 below.
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Table 3.1
HMK8 Three Year Plan Goals
Goal

1
By the end of the 2021-2022
school year, teachers will
transition to the role of
facilitator allowing one
hundred percent of our
students to take ownership
of their learning through
individual goal setting,
blended learning, and the 4
"C's" as evidenced by
weekly classroom
observations, personalized
plans, and flexible
scheduling.

2
By the end of the 20212022 school year, one
hundred percent of students
will have a
voice in the planning of
their learning.
Technology will be the
driving force to provide
students with virtual
access to real world
application anytime
anywhere to ensure
students meet the
mandates of the Profile of
the South Carolina
Graduate.

3
By the end of the 20212022 school year, learning
will be personalized for one
hundred percent of students
as evidenced by
individualized learning
plans.

The three-year plan lists ways to collect "evidence of innovation." One of the ways
HMK8 and JCPS intended to measure success is by surveying staff, students, and parents to
gather qualitative information concerning the impact of personalization on teaching and learning.
Unfortunately, neither the school nor the district conducted these surveys, but this exploratory
case study does yield evidence to support the measure of success of implementing this new
initiative. In the following sections, I examine the implementation process across each year of
the plan and analyze what factors influenced the lack of progress for the three-year plan.
The three-year plan included annual action plans for each year of implementation to
achieve the overall main goals described in Table 3.1. HMK8's administration worked with
district office leaders to establish six goals for year one of the annual action plan. Table 3.2
outlines HMK8's Year One Action Plan and the goal completion status. Of the six goals in the
action plan, two goals were met. First, teachers had the opportunity to visit other schools
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implementing personalized learning (Goal 3). Next, select classrooms piloted the personalized
learning initiative (Goal 5).
Table 3.2
HMK8 Action Plan: Year One (2019)
Goal
1

2

3
4
5

6

Action Plan: Year One (2019)
We will begin by communicating a clear vision of innovation and
transformation to all stakeholders through SIC meetings, parent
workshops, staff development, and business
partnerships.
A "Transformation Team" will be created to discuss and research
innovation in education. This team will consist of students,
teachers, Parents, CCS district personnel, community members,
and business partners. The Transformation Team will support the
transformation process in order to ensure success for HMK8
students.
Faculty and staff will be allowed opportunities to visit other
schools who are proficiently implementing personalized learning
for students.
We will focus on creating a culture of innovation within our
school by conducting school-wide book study on Tapping the
Power of Personalized Learning, by James Rickabaugh.
We will select a number of classes to begin piloting the
personalized learning-initiative in their classrooms. These classes
will become our model classes and the teachers’ will become our
personalized learning leaders.
Administration will create a professional library for teachers’ that
highlights personalized learning resources.

Completed
No

No

Yes
No
Yes

No

Principal Turnover
Although HMK8 showed some success with the 2019 Action Plan, principal turnover
limited overall implementation. The school started the year with Principal A and ended it with
Principal B. The first principal turnover occurred in December 2019; when staff returned after
Christmas break, Principal B had been appointed. For implementation, Principal A chose the
selected team of teachers to pilot implementing personalized learning. Principal B kept the
previously selected team in place. She also continued to have teachers attend personalized
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learning training with the state and progressed with the professional development plan. In March
2020, the school shut down for the COVID-19 pandemic, but Principal B still encouraged staff to
follow the implementation plan. Successfully achieving two goals for the year reflect the work of
Principal A and B supporting implementation.
In May 2021, Principal B stepped down, and Principal C started in August 2021.
Although the new principal included personalized learning in his letter to staff at the start of the
2021-2022 school, he did not continue any interest in personalized learning. He left it up to the
teachers to continue training or not. His goals for personalized learning remained unclear
throughout the school year, prompting a conversation with the researcher. He shared that he did
not believe I should carry out a study in this area due to it not being a goal for him to achieve.
Furthermore, principal C did not discuss or evaluate personalized learning implementation. He
essentially supported my exploratory case study but did not contribute to the successful
implementation of personalized learning, seemingly discarding the three-year plan.
The pandemic also influenced the implementation of personalized learning. Teachers
were attending training before the pandemic started, and Principal B continued to support
implementation after COVID-19 school closures. The training was voluntary, however, and there
was no requirement from the school or district to continue attending training workshops.
Teachers did receive emails from the OPL at the state department, but there were competing
priorities during and after the COVID-19 school closures. There is no evidence that the school or
district provided significant support to implement personalized learning.
First-Hand Account of Implementation: Auto-Ethnography Vignette
As the researcher, I had an insider view of implementing personalized learning at HMK8.
Boleman and Deal (2017) asked, “If someone asked you to describe your organization—your
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workplace, your school, or even your family—what image would come to mind?” (p. 42). When
I thought of HMK8 before being the researcher, I only imagined a workplace filled with lively
children. However, I could see the system I worked within after conducting my study. Therefore,
I acknowledge my role as a teacher at HMK8 while also being a researcher.
Boleman and Deal (2017) state that one way to reframe an organization is to examine the
structural frame. HMK8’s structural frame can be described as relaxed and easily understood.
Working together is one of HMK8’s greatest strengths. My role as a teacher tasked to implement
this new learning yielded similar results as the study participants. I found that in my daily
practice implementing anything new required a great deal of skill. After attending training during
the 2019-2020 school year, I had limited knowledge of how to implement components of the
SCFPL. I could not implement flexible learning environments due to a lack of funding to
purchase new seating and no resources the school or district provided me. Options given were to
ask for external resources via Donors Choose. I did not try to implement learning pathways.
Learner pathways required a complete shift from my typical daily practice. I implemented
learner profiles at the beginning of the school year. My attempt quickly dwindled as the year
progressed. Challenges in implementing learner profiles were competing demands and no time. I
could not make sense of learner profile usage throughout the remainder of the year. OPL did
train me on these components, but I needed more support to implement them.
Principal C transitioned from JCPS high school as the assistant principal and one of the
football coaches. The school year was his first time in a K8 setting. With Principal C coming in,
I shared my plans for the study, and he was supportive but did not think pursuing research on
personalized learning was in my best interest. Throughout the school year, personalized learning
was not a high priority for the administration. From this, I had a better understanding of the
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educational system context. I was able to conduct the PDSA cycle described in the methods of
the study. Addressing challenges at HMK8 require a systems approach. For example, clarity on
whether the implementation process was continuing or not. Boleman and Deal (2017) state,
“Successful organizations, employ a variety of methods to coordinate individual and group
efforts and to link local initiatives with system-wide goals” (p. 55). For HMK8, the findings of
the study reveal not achieving system-wide goals. Considering my insider role as the researcher,
I confirm the quotes from participating teachers.
Current Reality Tree Diagram at HMK8
To make sense of the HMK8's current reality and further examine school and district
implications, I developed a current reality diagram (CRT). Doggett (2005) described CRTs as a
way to show the existence of situations and the multiple causes contributing to problems from
various viewpoints. As shown in Figure 3.1, the statements represent the numerous causes that
underpin the current issue (Spaulding & Hinnant-Crawford, 2019). The arrows describe the
relationship between the causes and the goal. CRTs typically display "If, then" statements to
make connections with the arrows. For example, if there is a lack of funding at the district/school
level, the SCFPL cannot be implemented. The circle indicates how all the arrows are connected
and contribute to the overall problem. Figure 3.1 displays HMK8's current reality with
implementing personalized learning.
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Figure 3.1
HMK8’s CRT

The CRT explains why none of HMK8's overall goals for personalized learning implementation
have been met, as the school's current reality shows a lack of systemic support. Personalized
learning implementation has been influenced by root causes, including the lack of funding,
training/support, time, competing demands, and resources. HMK8 is already under-resourced
and underserved as a rural school. Personalized learning implementation cannot occur in this
setting without a systemic approach that fully supports implementation with resources, time, and
lessening teachers’ demands.
Finding 2: Teachers Understood the Benefits and Purpose of Personalized Learning
In my analysis, I found all teachers in the study understood the benefits and purpose of
implementing personalized learning. They shared that they found this learning style beneficial to
their students, helpful with goal setting, and purposeful with students who may be struggling.
However, I also found few participants could implement personalized learning in alignment with
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the SCFPL. Components that were not implemented included flexible learning environments,
learner profiles, and learning pathways. These findings show that rural teachers understood the
value of personalized learning but could not implement it effectively due to a lack of support
from the larger educational system. Teachers also reported that they understood personalized
learning was a school-wide initiative, and all participants expressed support for it. In addition,
100% of survey and focus group participants described their interest in personalized learning and
how they believed it benefits students.
The Purpose of Personalized Learning
Analyzing the respondent's views on personalized learning brought forward two themes.
The first is the purpose of personalized learning. The teachers were able to identify the purpose
of personalized learning. One participant shared from the focus group discussion, "Personalized
learning is an educational approach that pretty much customizes learning for each student."
Another stated that the purpose included "Setting goals for those particular children." Lastly,
focus group participants pointed out that the purpose of personalized learning is to analyze how
to use collected student data; "So really trying to analyze data and analyze that data to figure out
where each student is," shared one teacher. Results indicate teachers understood the core
components of personalized learning.
The Benefits of Personalized Learning
As a part of my analysis, I looked at data from the survey and focus group that focused
on the theme of "benefits of personalized learning." All teachers in the study believed
personalized learning could enhance student learning. For example, a teacher shared, "It is a
fantastic way of reaching all students..." Another educator noted, "The best thing about
personalized learning is having the freedom and ﬂexibility to create individual plans of action
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with each student." Other teachers reported the benefit of learning in small groups. One stated,
"Students respond well to learning in small groups with the focus on the concepts and application
they need." The purpose and benefits of personalized learning reported by rural teachers’ at
HMK8 give evidence of their understanding of the purpose and benefits of personalized learning.
Overall, these results indicate interest and buy-in from participants. In addition, interest
and buy-in from participants suggest that training on personalized learning was helpful for the
educators who attended, as they could identify and discuss the purpose of personalized learning.
Finding 3: Teachers Thought They Were Implementing Personalized Learning
Teachers understood and valued personalized learning, and many believed personalized
learning was implemented at the school. For example, one teacher shared, "We're a school that
practices personalized learning throughout the whole school," indicating that the school and
district had discussed and promoted this initiative. However, in my analysis, I found few
participants could implement personalized learning in alignment with the SCFPL (See Figure
2.1). One teacher summarized the difference between training and implementation: "Personally, I
think… [personalized learning] is, you know, a great idea. But for me, it's just an idea. Yeah, oh
wow, I've not gotten to where it's a reality for me. It is a beautiful idea." This quote illustrates the
shared viewpoint of participants. Teachers are interested in implementation but need significant
support to do so. Further in this chapter, I will use a CRT to explore the current reality at HMK8.
In this study, it was essential to review the SCFPL (see Figure 2.1) that guided the openended questions on the survey. My goal was for teachers to share their experiences with each
framework component. Survey results indicated that while teachers were aware of implementing
flexible learning environments, learning pathways, and learner profiles, they could not
implement each element of the SCFPL due to external challenges.
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I made sense of teacher responses by placing answers in a mind-map (Ancona, 2011),
which enabled further data analysis (See Table 3.3). I organized the mind map by each
component of the framework for personalized learning and pulled evidence from the survey
responses to provide evidence for implementing or not implementing. The mind map for analysis
offers an opportunity to move from the unknown to action. Ancona (2011) stated, "As we try to
map confusion and bring coherence to what appears mysterious, we are able to talk about what is
happening, bring multiple interpretations to our situations, and then act” (p. 6). Using the mind
map, I identified the following challenges to implementing personalized learning: teachers’ lack
funding, training, support, and time, have competing demands and have no resources to
implement personalized learning.
Table 3.3
Mind Map: Framework Implementation
Framework
component
Flexible
Learning
Environments

Learner Profiles

Currently
implementing

Percent
response

Supporting evidence

Yes

17%

No

84%

Yes

17%

"Yes. There are no needed materials for
this so that I can implement this in my
classroom."

No

84%

"No. In my 14 years of public-school
teaching, learning pathways seem
unnecessary for preschoolers, some of
whom enter school at 3."

"I have created a learning environment
that is ﬂexible because, in my opinion,
students feel more comfortable, and
when they are comfortable, they are
more likely to stay engaged and be
successful."
"Due to lack of funds, I am not able to
implement it in its truest form."
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Learning
Pathways

Yes

17%

No

84%

"Yes, to an extent, but would love to be
able to delve deeper and provide more
avenues for students to learn using
pathways."
"No, due to lack of training and support."

Through analysis of the mind map (Table 3.3), I identified the following factors that
limited implementation: lack of funding, training, support, time, competing demands, and
resources. Sensemaking is a collaborative practice where I, as the researcher, have an
opportunity to explore the findings by comparing my views with the thoughts of others (Ancona,
2011). My initial theory was the educator would need support with implementation. The findings
discussed in this section give examples of how educators implement personalized learning. The
table shows that at least 84% of participants are not implementing personalized learning for
various reasons. These findings can be viewed as bases for the RCA. Therefore,
recommendations by participants for money, training, support, time, and resources are likely to
be a valid representation of the needs of rural educators.
Implementation Challenges: Lack of Funding
A significant barrier to implementation was the lack of institutional funding to implement
personalized learning. This is most evident in the open-ended survey questions and focus group
discussion responses. Flexible learning environments allow schools to change the way lessons
are delivered and how students engage with learning (McCarthy & Schauer, 2017). Therefore,
implementing personalized learning would require teachers to have flexible learning
environments. Resources needed to have such an environment would require various seating
options that are not a traditional desk, such as sitting on an exercise ball, a couch, or a mat on the
floor (McCarthy & Schauer, 2017).
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In the survey, 84% of participants shared they were aware of the flexible learning
environment. However, the district and school did not allocate supplemental funding for teachers
to create personalized learning environments, nor did they provide equipment to implement it.
An open-ended survey question asked how rural teachers create a flexible environment for the
students to learn while making them feel comfortable in the classroom. Multiple respondents
shared a lack of school funding as a barrier to implementing flexible learning environments. For
example, one survey participant wrote, "There are no resources to achieve flexible seating."
Another teacher echoed this view: "No, I do not have the resources (money) to do this." Due to a
lack of funds, teachers could not implement flexible seating "in its truest form," as one teacher
explained. These responses indicate knowledge of the flexible learning environment but a lack of
funds for everyone to do so.
Only 16% of participants shared using the flexible learning environment component. One
teacher stated, "I have created a learning environment that is ﬂexible because, in my opinion,
students feel more comfortable, and when they are comfortable, they are more likely to stay
engaged and be successful." However, the teacher who implemented flexible seating used her
own money to do so. While it is common for teachers to pay for classroom supplies, requiring
them to fund an implementation process personally is not sustainable. Instead, the district and
school should provide the funding necessary for implementation.
Implementation Challenges: Lack of Training and Support
Implementation was also undermined by the lack of institutional training and support.
From the data collected, there were many suggestions that teachers could not use the SCFPL due
to a lack of training and support. Further analysis led me to focus on the "professional
development rural teachers’ received" as an emerging theme. I found some participants received
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professional development while others did not. The discrepancy here is that training was not a
part of regular practice after the pandemic. All survey and focus group participants participated
in training before the pandemic and were not required to return after returning to in-person
instruction. I found no other apparent patterns to explain why some teachers participated in
professional development and others did not.
Teachers who did attend professional development shared that there was no feedback
given—indicating that after attending professional development, the OPL did not provide any
feedback from the session, and there was no follow-up. Other training opportunities were also of
limited value. For example, before the pandemic, some participants had the chance to visit a
school implementing personalized learning. A teacher shared, "You had a chance to ask the
teachers’ (there) okay tell us the good, the bad, the ugly, you know explain to me how you do
this." However, the school visited was not a rural school. Another teacher stated,
We were attending the trainings, we would go in, it would always be a school that was
not like ours, and so that was weird to sit through, you know, meetings that technically
have nothing to do with you because the children are different, their resources are
different, and the money is different.
These responses indicate a missed opportunity for training teachers to implement personalized
learning in rural schools. There was also no consistent training after the Covid-19 pandemic
closed schools. A respondent shared, "You know, taking on this initiative, I definitely wish I had
some professional texts that I could go through and refer to." As far as support during this time,
there was no support. Reading nor training guides were shared with teachers’ as they attempted
to continue implementation. One interviewee said, "Until we as teachers’ are fully trained on this
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style of teaching and learning, and we are also given the support and resources. Personalized
learning will just be an idea."
Implementation Challenges: Lack of Time and Competing Demands
I also found that a lack of time for implementation and competing educational demands
affected personalized learning implementation. Summing up reasons for not implementing
personalized learning, one survey participant wrote, "No. A lack of planning time and the fact
that I teach multiple subjects and grade levels prevents me from doing this."
One component of personalized learning most affected by the lack of time and competing
demands was the implementation of learner profiles. Learner profiles ensure each student has an
up-to-date individual profile of their academic needs, strengths, and goals that teachers utilize to
inform their instructional planning (Park et al., 2015). In addition, using learner profiles provides
further opportunities for student ownership of their learning (Cannata et al., 2019). My analysis
found educators who taught multiple subjects and grades reported inconsistent or limited
implementation of learning pathways. For example, one teacher shared that they were "not
consistently" implementing learning pathways "due to teaching multiple subjects and grade
levels." HMK8 has about 70% of teachers teaching multiple subjects and/or grades. These results
indicate that most teachers’ have difficulty implementing learner profiles.
In contrast to the previously stated findings, a respondent pointed out, "Yes (I implement
learning pathways), to an extent, but would love to be able to delve deeper and provide more
avenues for students to learn using pathways." Though this survey participant believes they are
implementing learning pathways, they are still expressing a need for more support.
Similarly, teachers reported a "lack of time" for planning as a barrier to implementing
learner profiles. For example, a focus group participant explained:
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This year has been very challenging. I did not have time to implement learner proﬁles. I
think they are a great idea in concept, but within 40-minute planning times that are taken
away frequently with meetings, it is not something that could be done with diligence.
In my experience, planning times are taken away three or more days per week. For example,
HMK8 has IEP, data, and grade-level team meetings during planning times. This leaves no time
for planning or using the restroom, as meetings typically take up the allotted time. In addition,
meetings often go over the scheduled time requiring teachers to scramble to pick up students
from related arts and promptly return to the meeting. The results demonstrate a lack of overall
time the district and school provide to implement personalized learning.
Implementation Challenges: Lack of Resources
The next finding identified by the respondents was insufficient resources. One hundred
percent of participating teachers repeatedly responded to the open-ended survey question, saying
they do not have access to the resources necessary to implement personalized learning. For
example, there is a requirement to include flexible seating for students' comfort when
implementing flexible learning environments (McCarthy & Schauer, 2017). Yet neither the
district nor the school provided teachers with flex seating resources. For example, a middle
school teacher shared, "Like in my middle school side of it, I mean I teach two grade levels, 100
students," referencing the number of resources needed to implement personalized learning. To
put in perspective, this teacher would need flex seating options for 100 students and would have
to provide this resource herself.
Even when resources were provided, such as textbooks, teachers shared that the resources
did not align with personalized learning. One participant shared, "The books we receive follow a
traditional learning style. If we're doing personalized learning, we need personalized learning
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textbooks." This participant really means that since implementing personalized learning, HMK8
has not ordered new books that align and support personalized learning practices. Therefore,
there has not been a change in the types of books students receive before or after
implementation. I also found evidence of limited knowledge in applying resources that support
personalized learning. A teacher mentioned, "And also, I feel like--, I'm still in the in the area of
I have a limited knowledge of how to even apply these resources." This teacher explained that
though materials were received at training with the OPL, she did not understand how to use them
or apply them in the classroom. Even with provided resources, there was still a need for support,
especially at the district and school levels since they were not providing any resources for
implementation.
Implementation Challenges: The COVID-19 Pandemic
Finally, teachers discussed the difficulty of implementing personalized learning with
fidelity due to the COVID-19 pandemic. For example, one individual mentioned, "the pandemic
brought ﬂex seating to a halt. Social distancing and plexiglass do not go along with ﬂex seating."
The pandemic also stopped the regular training teachers were attending. When teachers returned
to in-person instruction, there was no requirement to continue attending training. However,
implementing personalized learning remained in HMK8's vision and a three-year plan. I support
the pandemic being a factor in teacher experiences, but it is also an outlier compared to the other
challenges described in this section.
Conclusion
My second research question asked: how can an educational system support rural
teachers’ implementing personalized learning? My analysis found that rural teachers’ lacked the
funding, training, support, time, and resources necessary to implement personalized learning.
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Additionally, a further examination found a connection to the education system in SC. Responses
from the survey and focus group discussion revealed that implementing personalized learning
requires significant support from the education system, specifically SCDE and the Office of
Personalized Learning (OPL). In other words, supporting rural teachers with this implementation
requires state, district, and school-level interventions, which I discussed in detail in the above
sections.
Overall data collected from the survey and focus group discussion support the idea that
specific factors negatively impact teachers’ ability to implement personalized learning. Findings
support identifiable root causes that are contributing to the problem of practice. A lack of time
and money was frequently reported as contributors to not implementing the South Carolina
Framework for Personalized Learning. A lack of training, support, and competing time were
reported as negative factors experienced by HMK8 teachers. A lack of resources and how to
even apply resources were mentioned as challenges when implementing personalized learning.
Recommendations for the action stage of the PDSA cycle will include implementing strategies of
improvement to address the difficulty teachers had in implementing personalized learning.
Surveyed teachers were asked to share their opinion on how the educational system improve the
implementation of personalized learning, which I document in Table 3.4
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Table 3.4
Teacher Suggestions for Improving Implementation
Participant
1
2

Evidence of suggestion
"Teachers’ need adequate time and resources to plan and execute this
type of learning."
"Consistency across grade levels and schools within each district.
Opportunities to see PL in action in a variety of districts and grade
levels. The ability to implement PL without unrealistic expectations for
the first few years. The removal of unnecessary book studies,
"motivational speakers," and/or observations."

3

"Offering grade specific resources and showcasing examples would be
beneficial. Also, any suggestions for how parents can assist their child
with academics and more importantly how to help with soft skills."

4

"Training and provide resources that are ready to use or editable."

5

"Baby steps...more resources that are targeted by grade level and
subject. I don't really need to see an example from 1st grade or 10th
grade. I teach [5th] grade.

6

"We need to have real training that is specific to a rural school. So that
we can move on from the "we don't have that" conversation. We need
alternative options to implement things or the funding to do it."

In conclusion, the findings support answers to the two research questions: What were the
experiences of rural teachers’ implementing personalized learning? And how can an educational
system support rural teachers implementing personalized learning? First, through the survey and
focus group, I found that teachers reported knowing and understanding personalized learning as a
school-wide initiative. Still, data collection responses indicate many do not implement most
elements due to challenges. The second finding is that rural teachers have difficulty
implementing personalized learning with fidelity due to a lack of funding, training, support, time,
having competing demands and resources. Additionally, I found that the role of principal
turnover and district leadership influence contributed to teachers’ experiences. Finally, I found
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rural teachers understood the purpose and benefits of personalized learning but were not
implementing the South Carolina Framework for Personalized Learning.
The survey and focus group results indicate the need for a plan of action for teachers to
get the funding, training, support, time, and resources for implementation. The purpose of the
exploratory case study (Creswell & Poth, 2018) was to use an improvement science research
design to explore the experience rural educators have implementing personalized learning. After
thorough data analysis, I identified three key findings. In the next chapter, I will discuss the
significance of the findings and make recommendations for implementing interventions that best
support my conclusions. I will also make suggestions and discuss limitations.
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CHAPTER FOUR
DISCUSSION
Significance of Findings
In this chapter, I will discuss the significance of my findings, make recommendations for
improvements, and offer the next steps for research, practice, and policy. First, I found that
teachers’ experiences were influenced by HMK8’s three-year plan and principal turnover.
Second, all teachers in the study understood the benefits and purpose of implementing
personalized learning. Additionally, teachers believed they implemented personalized learning
but lacked the necessary funding, training, support, time, and resources. Finally, teachers were
unable to execute the SCFPL due to lack an overall lack of support. Since this dissertation is
rooted in improvement science theory, it is essential to recognize actionable advice from the data
collected. Using improvement science throughout the implementation process effectively ensures
that personalized learning is not just another fad in education. Reviewing the problem of practice
encountered by rural teachers’ and providing solutions through improvement science will equip
rural teachers with what they have expressed as needs. The chapter further explores the research
questions, discusses the significance for rural teachers, and provides recommendations for policy
and future research.
Teachers’ Understood the Benefits and Purpose of Personalized Learning
My study's first question found answers to understand rural teachers’ experience
implementing personalized learning. In my research, I found teachers had positive beliefs about
the benefits and purpose of personalized learning with a significant need for funding and
resources for implementation. This finding contradicts other research on teacher perceptions of
program implementation (Blanchard et al., 2018; Kozleski & Huber, 2010). For example, in their
mixed-methods study, Blanchard et al. (2018) found that "Despite sustained teacher professional
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development that modeled and promoted reform-based teaching, the teachers’ in this rural, highpoverty setting were resistant to major changes in their instructional methods” (p. 217). My study
found that participating teachers were not resistant to the significant change of personalized
learning in their instructional methods. Teachers’ at HMK8 found the purpose and benefits of
personalized learning helpful to all learners, and they were willing to do it with the proper
funding, training, support, time, and resources.
Teachers Think They Are Implementing Personalized Learning
However, I also found that although teachers’ at HMK8 believed in personalized learning
practices, there was a small amount of evidence that they met implementation goals. This finding
aligns with the work by Cohen (1990) and Spillane et al. (2002), who both found the perception
of what teachers shared as their experience with personalized learning may or may not match the
reality of their actual teaching practice. For example, Cohen (1990) found teachers continue to
apply familiar teaching practices when using new curricula. As Cohen (1990) himself put it,
"Mrs. O used the new materials but conducted the entire exercise in a thoroughly traditional
fashion” (p. 313). In my study, teachers seemed to understand the new instructional methods, but
unlike Cohen’s “Mrs. O,” teachers’ did not have new materials for personalized learning.
One issue that emerges from these findings is a lack of resources. Most teachers reported
not having the funding, time, or resources to implement personalized learning. Research by
Conley and French (2013) and Mosier (2018) also shows the need for funding, time, and
resources during an implementation process. In addition, Basham et al. (2015) stated, "For
personalized learning to be operationalized in schools, environments must provide the learners
and teachers with necessary capacity, tools, and strategies to support effective implementation”
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(p.134). These results are likely related to the need for support from the larger educational
system.
Funding is necessary in all cases for implementation to work starting at the state level.
Yet research also shows that rural and under-served districts are least likely to have the required
funding for implementation (Showalter et al., 2019); Wieczorek & Manard, 2018) because of an
overall lack of faculty and staff. For example, McCarthy and Schauer (2017) found rural/Title I
educators in South Carolina need extra support to use personalized learning because these
schools are typically underfunded and understaffed.
I, therefore, recommend the state department remedy this by having mini-grants. The
state can develop mini-grants to serve underserved communities in partnership with an education
technology company or a practitioner organization. On SCDE’s website, there is a webpage
dedicated to the SCDE Grants Program. Grants listed include the NEA Foundation Learning and
Leadership Grants. Since this office has a grant page, adding information for mini-grants that
support personalized learning is uncomplicated. In addition, a strong relationship between
implementation and the use of mini-grants for resources has previously been reported in the
literature (e.g., Hosley & Hosley, 2014).
According to Hosley and Hosley (2014), teachers made curriculum improvements when
they gained new resources, and the mini-grants encouraged high-quality learning environments.
The application process should be streamlined and easy for individual teachers or schools to
apply to ensure equal access to the funding. I also recommend the program explicitly supports
rural teachers’ who often already lack traditional resources. Mini-grants will benefit the
implementation process due to their potential to exemplify the idea that learning best occurs
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within the practice context (Hosley & Hosley, 2014). These results support the recommendation
that mini-grants can support personalized learning implementation.
In addition, I found teachers needed additional, ongoing professional development, which
is well supported by research (e.g., Dinkins, 2017; Dunn, 2021; Moiser, 2018). Although 86% of
survey participants indicated attending training before the COVID-19 pandemic, many reported
not attending after. Additional research on the impact of COVID-19 on personalized learning
implementation would be helpful. Participants in this study did mention the pandemic as one of
their reasons for not fully implementing components.
As teachers continue the implementation process, they will need more support. In South
Carolina, the OPL does provide training for teachers. However, it is not required for teachers to
attend. I recommend continuous, purposeful, and required professional development for
personalized learning. Lozano (2017) found that teachers learn best when participating in
training and when the training focuses on putting their knowledge into practice. I also
recommend requiring participation in training so that teachers receive consistent training. It
could also be a class that educators take. Hosley and Hosley (2014) and Lozano (2017) agreed in
their research that incentivizing educators to participate in training improves attendance and
participation rates. Upon completion, teachers could receive renewal credits and a cash stipend to
implement the SCFPL components.
I also found time and competing demands contributed to their lack of implementation of
personalized learning. Cumming et al. (2020) found participants “who indicated that they had
access to curricular resources and sufficient planning time were more likely to rate their
workload as manageable” (p. 228). Teacher experiences align with multiple studies that
concluded that when teachers are tasked with implementation, time is necessary (e.g., Basham et
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al., 2015; Cohen, 1990; Cumming et al., 2020). For example, Cohen (1990) recommended
significant conversation surrounding the timeline for implementation, giving teachers time to
prepare for implementation before making it an expectation in their practice. Additionally,
Webster et al. (2017) found in their qualitative study, “School administrators (e.g., district
officials, principals) should seek strategies for supporting or reducing teachers’ workloads, such
as allocating funds for more classroom assistants, creating schedules that afford teachers’ more
planning time…” (p. 141). Based on Cohen (1990) and Webster et al. (2017), I recommend
action to be taken by the state to ensure time is afforded to teachers implementing personalized
learning. Providing appropriate systems, resources, and support for personalized learning should
be a priority. One way to support this finding is for the state to mandate districts to require
conflict-free daily planning times for teachers.
Due to the funding, time, and resource limitations, future research in rural schools
implementing personalized learning is needed to benefit rural teachers. Irvin et al. (2020)
explained, “although rural locales share many of the same characteristics, examining all schools
under the same rural umbrella does them a great disservice” (p. 1). In other words, research and
policy cannot assume that all rural schools are the same and will have the exact needs. However,
researchers must closely examine more rural-specific studies, so it is relevant to the rural
educator. I suggest SCDE's OPL consider a few opportunities for improvement. A prior study
provided recommendations for rural leaders. Harmon and Schaftt (2009) found that school
leaders and teachers must allow for genuine collaboration that serves the mutually beneficial
goals of schools and communities. First, I recommend that rural-specific training on personalized
learning be offered. Second, when inviting rural teachers to see personalized learning in action,
they need to see what it looks like in a school closely related to theirs. Third, a greater focus on
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the rural perspective could produce interesting findings that account more for actual rural
experiences. These recommendations are supported by Harmon and Schaft (2009). Thus,
producing better research in support of under-served communities.
Implications of Findings: Systems Approach
My study revealed the importance of using a systems approach when implementing and
studying personalized learning. One of the critical issues that emerged from my findings was the
need for a systems approach to education. Boleman and Deal (2017) discussed the need to use
Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs (1943) within organizations to promote quality of work. Maslow's
Hierarchy of Needs (1943) is a psychology-based theory for explaining human motivation based
on the desire of different levels of needs. Additionally, Boleman and Deal (2017) stated, “In
Maslow’s view, basic needs for physical well-being and safety are “prepotent”; they have to be
satisfied first” (p. 120). The results of the exploratory case study indicate a connection between
Maslow’s view that basic needs must be satisfied first and my research showing that basic needs
must be met first to implement personalized learning. Boleman and Deal (2017) argue that using
Maslow’s hierarchy within organizations encourages leaders to view their employees
holistically, meaning managers see the value of their employees and take care of them
appropriately to achieve the organization’s goals. I created a hierarchical diagram like Maslow’s
Hierarchy of Needs (1943) to share my view on the need to implement personalized learning; it
should be read from the bottom up.
The Role of the State Department of Education
The bottom level of the chart (Figure 4.1) represents the state because the state level is
the foundation. Boleman and Deal (2017) describe the bottom layer as basic needs needing to be
fulfilled before moving up the hierarchy. For example, before the pandemic, some focus group
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participants shared they had the chance to visit a school implementing personalized learning.
Training with SCDE’s OPL afforded them the opportunity. However, training opportunities were
of limited value. SCDE’s OPL’s role in this study indicates the state was the only system
supporting personalized learning. I found that districts and schools need continued support from
the state but must also take on accountability for attending and participating in the training being
offered by the OPL.
Figure 4.1
Hierarchical Diagram

Note. Adapted from Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (1943); Boleman & Deal (2017).
Previous research supports that the state is foundational for implementation support,
including personalized learning (Webster et al., 2017). Studies also support the state level as the
foundation for other types of curriculum and instruction implementation (Cumming et al., 2020;
Webster et al., 2017). For example, Cumming et al. (2020) found that “administrators support
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teachers’ knowledge and skills by fostering a school culture that supports teacher learning and by
providing conditions (e.g., time and materials) necessary to enact effective practices” (p. 222).
Even though the state is where everything begins, evidence in this study indicates they are
providing support, and it is up to districts and schools to ensure teachers are participating. I,
therefore, recommend schools use the training provided by the OPL as a means of achieving
goals. Such as the goals HMK8 outlined in their three-year plan. In addition, districts and schools
can use improvement science strategies such as PDSA cycles for implementation. It is essential
to have a purposeful policy during implementation. PDSAs enable schools, like HMK8, to test
and track refinement and implementation of instructional changes quickly and align improved
instructional practices to student learning (Bryk et al., 2015; Larzono, 2017). Since personalized
learning is revered as an effective way to support college and career readiness, the
implementation process should be rooted in research-based evidence of improvement.
The Role of District Leaders
The next layer of the hierarchical diagram (Figure 4.1) addresses the role of the district.
Boleman and Deal (2017) state that "once lower needs are fulfilled, individuals move up to
social needs (for belongingness, love, and inclusion)” (p. 120) in the second layer. In my
diagram, I use the second layer to explain the importance of the district. I found little evidence of
district support for implementation. For example, the district tasked HMK8 leadership to develop
a three-year plan to implement personalized learning, but there is no evidence of any other
support.
Additionally, the district contributed to principal turnover at HMK8 by allowing it to
happen consecutively for three years. The district moved Principal 1 to the district office and
brought in Principal 2 from outside the district. Principal 3 was moved from the high school to
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HMK8. I found that teachers only recalled one form of communication from the district. It
pertained to a news brief about the computer initiative. The district’s website only has evidence
of the 1:1 initiative, ensuring faculty and students had computers. With principal turnover
implications evident, it can be suggested that district leaders did not offer additional support for
the plan. HMK8 having various leaders in such a short period allowed for wavering and not
meeting goals as outlined. Having faculty and staff within the district motivated to implement a
new learning style requires responding to a range of needs they say they need and understanding
(Boleman & Deal, 2017).
While I found little evidence about the district's role in personalized learning
implementation, the lack of a public communication process suggests that it ceased to be a
priority for district leaders. This finding aligns with work by Makhalemele & Payne-van Staden
(2017), who, in their exploratory study, researched the competencies of six District Based
Support Teams in enhancing teachers’ sense of self-efficacy within schools. Their findings
suggest a lack of ongoing district support that undermined implementation. Makhalemele and
Payne-van Staden (2017) found that district leaders should provide practical support to teachers
and that communication and cooperation are essential at the district and school levels.
Furthermore, failure to provide continuous support may mean that the members of district
leadership cannot provide adequate support to teachers. Therefore, one recommendation for
future research is to study district leaders’ role in supporting or undermining the implementation
of personalized learning. Since I did not focus on this area of research, there are implications that
further research could usefully explore and understand why district leaders stopped supporting
the implementation.
The Role of School Administrators
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To address the role of school administrators in the hierarchical diagram, I added it as the
third layer of the chart. Boleman and Deal (2017) indicate ego needs (esteem, respect, and
recognition) in the third layer. The role of the school is the home of support and implementation
of personalized learning. Concerning Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (1943), this is where the
school supports teachers’ esteem, respect, and recognition of their work to implement
personalized learning.
Leadership stability, or lack thereof, was one of the most significant factors that
influenced teacher experiences and the support they received while implementing personalized
learning. As discussed in Chapter 3, HMK8 has had three principals during the implementation
process, each with a different approach. Much of the current research on principal turnover
suggests significant implications when leadership instability occurs (e.g., Grissom et al., 2021;
Pendola & Fuller, 2018). For example, McHenry-Sorber et al. (2021) found that rural principal
turnover undermines school and staff stability. This research highlights the importance of district
leaders ensuring consistency of school leadership when possible (McHenry-Sorber et al., 2021;
Pendola & Fuller, 2018).
In their large-scale analysis of principal efficacy, Grissom et al. (2021) found, "Frequent
turnover means frequent replacement of a principal who has built capacity on-the-job with a
newer, less effective successor” (p. 52). In their analysis of rural principal turnover, Pendola and
Fuller (2018) concluded, "Therefore, principal instability is particularly disruptive for schools
lacking the administrative structures, personnel, and resources to handle succession” (p. 2).
These quotes indicate the necessity for stability and how the district influences stability by
facilitating changes like principal turnover. McHenry-Sorber et al. (2021) recommend that “to
facilitate leadership tenure [efforts should] include recruiting potential returner school leaders
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and reducing involuntary intradistrict leadership transfers” (p. 27). The diagram (Figure 4.1)
further illustrates how school-based implementation requires the support of the state and district,
as school leaders cannot be tasked to figure out implementation alone.
The Role of Teachers
Teachers were placed at the top of the hierarchal diagram. Boleman and Deal (2017) have
self-actualization—developing to one’s fullest and actualizing one’s ultimate potential at the top.
I placed teachers in the top spot because teachers are the ones who are implementing
personalized learning and working with students to do so each day. Teachers are fully involved
in the implementation process and contribute to its success significantly. They hold the key to
realizing the goal of implementing personalized learning. In my study, I found that while
teachers understood the benefits and purpose of personalized learning, they did not have the
funding, training/support, time, or resources to implement personalized learning. This finding
aligns with the work by Cohen (1990) and Spillane et al. (2002). Their research indicated
teachers want to implement changes but do not necessarily understand how to without systemwide support. Furthermore, my study shows that teachers at rural, under-resourced, and underserved schools face even more challenges to implementation, regardless of foundational support.
Summary
The hierarchal diagram I adapted (Figure 4.1) is an analytic tool that can support
planning for implementation with a systems approach. This tool can also be used in the planning
stage of the PDSA cycle to uncover where researchers believe the problem is occurring.
Additionally, it may serve as a valuable tool in other exploratory case studies that use a CRT
diagram to pinpoint an organization’s current reality.
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Research, Policy, and Practice Recommendations
My diagram, adapted from Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (1943) and Boleman and
Deals’ (2017) diagram, shows the support hierarchy needed for personalized learning
implementation. Implementation of new programs or practices requires a systems approach. As
evidenced by the findings, my study suggests that the failure of personalized learning
implementation at HMK8 was due to a system-wide failure of support. Other scholars (Basham
et al., 2015; Cohen, 1990; Cumming et al., 2020; Makhalemele & Payne-van Staden, 2017;
McHenry-Sorber et al., 2021) have demonstrated that implementation requires multiple layers,
tiers, and systems for implementation. This study supports evidence from previous research (e.g.,
Conley & French, 2013; Hosley & Hosley, 2014; Spillane et al., 2002; Wieczorek & Manard,
2018) while adding new insights into the challenges for rural teachers. Future research can
expand this work by using a longitudinal study of personalized learning implementation to track
the long-term impact of personalized learning on student achievement in SC. My analysis did not
focus on student achievement; however, implementing a new learning style will affect students.
No current studies are researching how personalized learning may affect SC's students. There
should be research-based evidence of it working positively in SC.
There is value in the SCFPL. In my study, aligning the implementation of personalized
learning to the framework was essential for making sense of teacher experiences. Critically
evaluating this framework may yield additional findings supporting the framework being
implemented not only in South Carolina but in other states. Since rural contextual factors
influence teacher experiences due to school location, there are implications for supporting the
development of a rubric. Shakman et al. (2017) found that rural educators often lack the required
knowledge and skills to gather and implement interventions with fidelity. My study offers similar
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findings. To address this problem, I recommend the development of a rural-specific rubric that
supports alignment with SCFPL but is rural-specific regarding the content. The rubric would
address the rural context and better support rural educators.
Additionally, to develop a complete picture of the implementation of personalized
learning, additional studies will be needed that focus on learning more from a larger teacher
population by using a statewide teacher survey. Another idea for future research includes a
multiple-site case study that focuses on schools that are all defined as rural but have varying
needs. Questions also remain concerning systemic systems within education, so studying racial
or socio-economic systems that may influence the implementation of personalized learning
would provide insight.
For example, the research could also examine implementation in other states. Vermont
has had much success with its implementation process. South Carolina is a rural state, and so is
Vermont (NCES, 2021). With this classification, both states have similar geological features that
support their similarities. In 2013, Vermont passed legislation to support personalized learning
statewide. Act 77 also enabled districts to create their own systems to meet implementation
expectations (Gauthier et al., 2017). According to Gauthier et al. (2017), state support and
district autonomy contributed to the success of implementing personalized learning. Vermont
began at the state level by developing comprehensive policies and implementation plans. My
recommendation is for SC to do the same. The hierarchical diagram (Figure 4.1) I created shows
the need for basic needs at the state level to be met before an implementation process can
continue. SC should review Vermont’s state-level plans and develop similar strategies that fit the
needs of the state.
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I also recommend using an improvement science approach to develop a systems approach
to implementing personalized learning. One aspect of the improvement science design is
networked improvement communities (NICs). Bryk (2015) explains the importance of
networking in improvement communities to improve science learning. He states, "NICs combine
analytic thinking and systematic methods to develop and test changes that can achieve better
outcomes more reliably. NICs are inclusive in drawing together the expertise of practitioners,
researchers, designers, and technologists” (p. 472). One recommendation is to build NICs within
the personalized learning community and allow for meaningful collaborations. NICs would give
the state the necessary data and research that may be needed to justify funding. Bryk (2015)
states, “Participants in such networks join together around a shared working theory…Working
together in these ways; they can learn faster how to improve” (p. 473).
Conclusion
As with all qualitative research, this study aimed to unearth a more profound, rather than
a broader, understanding of an issue with the intent of identifying essential concepts and ideas
that might be transferable to similar contexts (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Webster et al., 2017).
Personalized learning can open many doors for students who might otherwise be unprepared for
college and careers. However, for today’s college and career readiness needs, traditional learning
environments are not personalized to achieve academic goals and career aspirations (Rollins,
2017). To do this, students will need teachers’ who completely understand how to implement
personalized learning. Even with the focus on rural educators, the experiences faced by educators
in this study may be echoing the experience of teachers, with no regard to their rurality. The
contextual factors of rural areas contribute to education systems. About 40% of schools in South
Carolina are rural, so this study focused on rural teachers’ needs. Irvin et al. (2020) stated,
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“South Carolina has 203 schools labeled as rural distant, meaning these schools are no more than
25 miles from an urban area of at least 50,000 and no more than 10 miles from an urban area of
no more than 50,000” (p. 2). Though HMK8 is one of these schools classified as rural distant,
there is no public transport to the urban area. Limited access to services is another example of a
challenge in these areas. South Carolina’s inequitable educational system is rooted in centuries of
questionable politics and a lack of inclusive vision. Tieken (2014) states, "Reformers and
lawmakers fail to hear the stories of rural schools” (p. 28).
Using improvement science theory (Bryk et al., 2015), I identified the experiences of
rural teachers’ implementing personalized learning and learned how to support rural teachers’
implementing personalized learning. Using sensemaking (Spillane et al., 2002; Sutherland, 2020;
Weick, 1995; Weick et al., 2005), I made sense of rural teachers’ experiences and created a
hierarchal diagram (Figure 4.1) to serve implementation processes better. All teachers in the
study made sense of the personalized learning framework, but the findings suggested an
improvement was needed to address funding, training, support, time, and resources issues. I
recommend teachers expected to implement this learning style attend required training. To
address the reported negative experiences, I recommend a systems approach for implementation,
such as using the hierarchal diagram I created. A systems approach would help to give teachers
adequate time and resources for personalized learning implementation.
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Appendix A
Rural Teacher Survey Questions
What grade do you teach?
Pre-K-2nd Grade
3rd-5th Grade
6th-8th Grade
When was the last time you attended personalized learning training by the Office of
Personalized Learning at SCDE?
This month
1-3 months ago
4-6 months ago
More than 6 months ago
I have not attended
If you did attend training, how helpful was it?
Your answer
I feel fully supported in implementing personalized learning at my school.
Yes
No
In your opinion, do rural educators have access to the resources necessary to implement
the personalized learning framework that includes learner profiles, learning pathways, or
flexible learning environments?
Yes
No
Flexible Learning Environments: Are you implementing this? Why or why not?
Your answer
Learner Profiles: Are you implementing this? Why or why not?
Your answer
Learning Pathways: Are you implementing this? Why or why not?
Your answer
What's going well with implementing Personalized Learning?
Your answer
What's not going well with implementing Personalized Learning?
Your answer
In your opinion, how can we improve the implementation of personalized learning?
Your answer
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Appendix B
Rural Teacher Focus Group Discussion

Focus Area
Purpose

Question
Tell me what you know about the purpose of
personalized learning at HMK8.

Goals

Do you believe rural educators have access to
the resources necessary to implement
personalized learning?

Implementation

Have you experienced any challenges with
implementation?

Please share examples.

Professional
Development

What professional development have you
received to implement personalized learning,
and when?

Have you received any feedback
from the Office of Personalized
Learning at the SCDE?

Perspectives

What is your perspective on personalized
learning implementation?
Has there been adequate communication with
parents about implementing personalized
learning?
What other supports do you need to meet
program goals?

Please share any additional
perspectives.
Are you aware of any plans for
communication with parents?

Communication
Next Steps

Probe Example

Please share any additional
questions, comments, or
concerns.
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IRB Exemption Determination
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Daniella Sutherland
Clemson IRB Number:
IRB2022-0228 Exempt
Category:
D2 Determination Date:
06-May-2022 Expiration
Date:
31-May-2025 Funding
Sponsor:
N/A
Project Title: Rural Teacher Challenges and Practices in Personalized Learning

The Office of Research Compliance determined that the proposed activities involving human
participants meet the criteria for Exempt level review under 45 CFR 46.104(d). The Exempt
determination is granted for the certification period indicated above

Principal Investigator (PI) Responsibilities: The PI assumes the responsibilities
for the protection of human subjects as outlined in the Principal Investigator’s
Responsibilities guidance.
Non-Clemson Affiliated Collaborators: The Exempt determination only covers Clemson
affiliated personnel on the study. External collaborators have to consult with their respective
institution’s IRB office to determine what is required for their role on the project.

Modifications: An Amendment is required for substantial changes to the study.
Substantial changes are modifications that may affect the Exempt determination
(i.e., changing from Exempt to Expedited or Full Board review level, changing
exempt category) or that may change the focus of the study, such as a change in
hypothesis or study design. All changes must be reviewed by the IRB office
prior to implementation.
PI or Essential Study Personnel Changes: For Exempt determinations, submit an amendment
ONLY if the PI changes or if there is a change to an essential study team member. An essential
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team member would be an individual required to be on the study team for their expertise or
certification (i.e., health expert, mental health counselor). Students or other non-essential study
personnel changes DO NOT have to be reported to the IRB office.
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unanticipated problems involving risks to participants, complications, adverse events and/or any
complaints from research participants.
Closing IRB Record: Submit a Progress Report to close the IRB record. An IRB record may
be closed when all research activities are completed. Research activities include, but are not
limited to: enrolling new participants; interaction with participants (online or in-person);
collecting prospective data, including de-identified data through a survey; obtaining, accessing,
and/or generating identifiable private information about a living person.

New IRB Application: A new Exempt application is required if the research
activities continue for more than 3 years after the initial determination. Exempt
determinations may not be renewed or extended and are valid for 3 years
only.
Non-Clemson Affiliated Sites: A site letter is required for off-campus sites. Refer to the
guidance on research site/permission letters for more information. An Amendment is required to
add additional sites to the study.
International Research: Clemson’s approval is based on U.S. human subjects protections
regulations and Clemson University human subjects protection policies. Researchers should
become familiar with all pertinent information about local human subjects protection
regulations and requirements when conducting research internationally. We encourage you to
discuss any possible human subjects research requirements that are specific to your research site
with your local contacts, to comply with those requirements, and to inform Clemson’s IRB
office of those requirements. Review the FAQs for more information about international
research.
Contact Information: Please contact the IRB office at IRB@clemson.edu or visit our webpage
if you have questions.
Clemson University’s IRB is committed to facilitating ethical research and protecting the rights
of human subjects. All research involving human participants must maintain an ethically
appropriate standard, which serves to protect the rights and welfare of the participants.
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